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THE lUKUS OF FORT SISSETON, SOUTHDAKOTA,
A SIXTY YEAR COMPARISON

BY WM. YOUNGWORTH

The location of old Fort Sisseton is in Marshall County, in the

extreme northeastern corner of South Dakota. The old fort huildings

are being restored at the present time hy workers from a Federal

Transient Camp and the fort area will then become a state park. It

was here that Dr. Charles E. McChesney spent the years from 1875

to 1878 as acting assistant surgeon, and it was in this region that he

studied ornithology.

In his publication, “Notes on the Birds of Fort Sisseton, Dakota

Territory” (1879), he mentions that he often traveled fifteen to twenty

miles or more, in different directions from the post. In his letter of

transmittal, of the above mentioned paper, to the United States Geo-

logical Survey, Dr. McChesney says the following of the above men-

tioned areas which he traveled over: “In many respects, the region

differs from any other part of the Northwest. The ‘Coteau des Prairies’

consists of an extensive plateau, rising, somewhat abruptly, nearly

four hundred feet above the level of the surrounding country, having

a length of over one hundred miles, and a variable width of from

twenty to forty miles. Upon this elevated plateau are many lakes,

which are the annual resort of thousands of waders and wild fowl,

and the region differs greatly in its fauna from that of the lower

country.”

Th ere have been many interesting changes in the bird life of this

region. Settlement of the country has caused extermination of some

species and a definite increase in certain other species. The writer

will discuss briefly the status of some of these species in the anno-

tations. The statements are based on observations made from five

trips to the region. The first trip was during June, 1929; following

trips were made in July, 1929, June, 1930, June, 1931, and June, 1935.

Again referring to Dr. McChesney’s letter of transmittal, it must

also he stated that when he included three western forms of grouse,

he did not indicate that the birds had ever been observed at Fort

Sisseton. Dr. McChesney merely included the Dusky Grouse, Sage

Grouse, and Rocky Mountain Ruffed Grouse for the benefit of army

officers in western Dakota and Montana, who were interested in bird

life and desired a descriptiori ol the birds.

The writer is greatly indebted to Mr. W. F. Kuhichek of the

United States Bureau of Biological Survey, Washington. D. C., for

permission to use some of his records in this paper. Furthermore,
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this work could not have l)cen completed without the generous aid of

Mr. Arthur Lundquist, pathologist at Peabody Hospital, Webster,

South Dakota, Dr. T. (k Ste])hens of Morniugside (College, Sioux City,

Iowa, and Mr. Chas. J. Spiker, formerly of the National Park Service,

Washington, D. C.

Mr. Lundquist is a veteran field man and has entered the bird

handing field in a wholesale manner. He has probably banded more

immature Double-crested Cormorants than any other individual hander

in the United States. There is an account of his work in the Wilson

Bulletin for December, 1932.

This list of birds is not presented as a complete catalogue, for

a list of a given region can never be fully complete, hut it is merely

an effort to bridge the gap of some sixty years of time and to show

some of the changes that have occurred. Binomial nomenclature is

used wherever possible. The asterisk (*) is used to denote species

found by Dr. McChesney, numbering 154 forms. Seventy-seven addi-

tional species have been added to Dr. McChesney’s list, bringing the

total to 231 species. Species which we consider as summer residents

in this region are denoted by the symbol °, after the asterisk.

Common Loon. Gavia immer." Dr. McChesney reported great

numbers of loons, hut at present the loon is an uncommon migrant.

Holboell’s Grebe. Colyinbus grisegena holboelliG This large

grebe is a common summer resident on the various lakes on the

Coteau and was evidently overlooked by McChesney. The hoarse cries

of this bird are characteristic of the rush-filled sloughs of the region.

Horned Grebe. Colymbus auritusG This bird is not found as a

common species and has not been seen in numbers. Indications are

that it breeds sparingly iu the Bush Lake region. It was not listed

by Dr. McChesney.

Eared Grebe. Colymbus nigncollis calijormcusG The Eared

Grebe is a very common summer bird and often many colonies of sev-

eral hundred birds each were found breeding on Bush Lake. Mr.

Kuhichek has worked in such colonies and reports nests scattered

everywhere. This is another species not mentioned by McChesney.

Western Grebe. Aechmophoms occidi>nlulis."° A beautiful bird

when .seen in its natural surroundings and while mentioned in 1878 as

occasional in migration, it is today found by hundreds on Bush Lake

and other lakes of the region. Mr. Kid)ichek has jierhaps made a

more thorough study of this species than any other ornithologist of

the day. and he thinks that the species is holding its own in the area

under consideration.
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Fig. 22. Tlie lakes of llie Fort Si.sseloii country, in Marshall, Day,

and Roberts Counties.
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PiED-BiLLEU Grebe. Podilymbas potliceps.*° A very common

bird over the entire Coteau today, as in the early days.

White Pelican. Pelecanus erythrorhynchosP A regular migrant

on the larger lakes, but it is not a breeding bird, although in some

years pelicans stay throughout the summer on the Waubay Lakes.

Double-crested Cormorant. Phalacrocorax auritusP'^ This big

bird is still a common breeder despite constant shooting, and fine colo-

nies nest on islands in South Waubay and Cattail Lakes. A large

colony was recently destroyed on Roy Lake, not far from the old fort.

Great Blue Heron. Ardea herodiasp" A regular migrant, and it

probably breeds in small numbers in this area.

American Egret. Casmerodius albus egret ta. A single bird was

taken by Mr. Kubichek in 1929, and was the first authentic record for

the state of South Dakota. Details of this record have been pub-

lished in Iowa Bird Life for September, 1929.

Green Heron. Butorides virescensP° Not any more common
than in the days of McChesney’s travels.

Black-crowned Night Heron. Nycticorax nycticorax hoactliP°

Dr. McChesney did not locate a breeding colony of this species. To-

day, a large colony of birds nest on a wooded island in Rush Lake and

are usually bothered by a family or two of Crows.

American Bittern. Botaurus lentiginosusP° Still found as a

regular summer resident in suitable habitat.

Least Bittern. Ixobrychus exilis exilisP This tiny bittern was

not found by McChesney and although it has been found breeding on

the Coteau, it is not a very common bird. On June 6, 1931, a pair of

Least Bitterns were observed at their nest on Rush Lake.

Whistling Swan. Cygnus columbianus. Mr. Lundquist reported

to me, that he sees small flocks of these fine liirds nearly every year on

the larger lakes.

Trumpeter Swan. Cygnus buccinator
P’ The Trumpeter Swan is

almost a bird of the past and is not now found in the Sisseton country,

as it was in the days of Dr. McChesney.

Canada Goose. Branta canadensisp This goose passes through

in large numbers, but llu' (locks are ])robably concentrated to a large

{‘xlenl, and it ap|»ears to the observer that the birds are not decreasing

in numbers, yet we know that the iiumber of geese is sadly depleted.

Mr. Kul )ichek has taken specimens of the intermediate or Lesser Can-

ada Goose.
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White-fronted Goose. Anser albijrons ulbifrojis. Not iDen-

tioned by McChesney. This goose is a regular migrant, but not as

common as the other forms.

Snow Goose. Chen, hyperborea hyperboreaC A common migrant
in the spring and is often found resting near the larger lakes for some
days at a time.

Blue Goose. Chen caerulescens.'"' Probably more common than

the Lesser Snow Goose and usually associated with that species while

passing through this territory.

Mallard. Anas platyrhynchos platyrhynchos.^*° The Mallard is

a breeding bird and fairly large flights still occur in the fall of the

year.

Black Duck. Anas rubripes. This duck was not seen hy Dr.

McChesney. Mr. Lundquist says that a few Black Ducks are shot by

hunters nearly every fall.

Gadwall. Chaulelasnius streperus/'° The Gadwall is still a

breeding bird and a regular migrant through the Coteau des Prairies.

Baldpate. Mareca americanaA'° This species is a fall and spring-

migrant and some of the late birds still nest in this area.

Pintail. Dajila acuta tzitzihuaC'^ The Pintail is still considered

a summer resident and quite a few are taken each fall by hunters.

Green-winged Teal. Nettion carolinense."° A beautiful little

fowl, which is still a regular migrant, but a rather uncommon summer

breeder. A pair of these birds was found at Bitter Lake on June 7,

1929.

Blue-winged Teal. Querquedula discors/"° The little blue-wing

is one of the common nesting ducks found on the Coteau and many

])leasant hours have been spent in watching this species during nidi-

fl cation.

Cinnamon Teal. Querquedula cyanoptera. Mr. Lundquist writes

that one or two have been shot by hunters since he has been hunting

at Opitz Slough.

Shoveller. Spatula clypeataC'° The Spoon-bill is still found as

a regular summer resident near Fort Sisseton.

Wood Duck. Aix sponsaA Dr. McChesney reports a single speci-

men of this species. Hunters still take an occasional Wood Duck, but

doubtless the birds arc shot by mistake.

Bedhead. Nyroca aniericana.
" ° Not an uncommon breeding bird

and a regular migrant.
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Ring-necked Duck. Nyroca collaris° This species was not dis-

tinguished by Dr. McChesney. A regular migrant and possibly a few

remain to breed, as birds have been seen in June.

Canvas-back. Nyroca valisineria."^ Not as common as the Red-

head and only a few birds remain to breed. A nice nest was found in

1931 by Mr. Kubichek.

Scaup Duck. Nyroca marila." Dr. McChesney found this duck

in some numbers during the fall migration.

Lesser Scaup Duck. Nyroca affinisN° This species is a regular

migrant and a few remain to breed.

Golden-eye. Glaucionetta clangula arnericanaN° Were found

in the past in some numbers, this is hardly true today on the Coteau.

Mr. Lundquist found the species breeding at Rush Lake during June,

1930. Two pairs were seen at Spring Lake on June 6, 1935, by the

author.

Barrow’s Golden-eye. Glaucionetta islandicaN Dr. McChesney

reports a few specimens during the spring migration. There are no

recent records of the species from this region.

Buffle-head. Charitonetta albeola." The little Spirit Duck is

not as common during migration, as it was back in 1878. Protection

might restore it to some extent and preserve the species for a few

years more.

Old-SQUAW. Clangula hyenialis. A rare migrant in the Fort

Sisseton country. Mr. Lundquist has taken this species during the

hunting season.

White-winged Scoter. Melanitta deglandi. The scoters were not

reported by Dr. McChesney. This species is not rare and some are

shot nearly every fall.

Surf Scoter. Melanitta perspicullata. This species is not seen

as often as the jireceding species and is usually found on the more

open lakes.

Ruddy Duck. Erismatura janiaicensis rubidaN° Dr. McChesney

found this duck as rare, while recently we have found it as common
and a regular breeding bird over the whole region..

Hooded Merganser. Lophodytes cucullatus." Still found as a

migrant, considered almost common in some years.

American Merganser. Mergus merganser americanusN This

large duck is also a regular migrant throughout the Sisseton country.

Turkey Vulture. Cathartes aura, septentrionalisN Reported by

McChesney as a common breeding bird. The vulture is not common
any more, and only one bird was reported in 1931 by Mr. Lundquist.
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Fig. 23. Old Fori Sisseton, looking across the ])urade ground to the

officers’ quarters.

Fig. 24. Ruins of the powder house at Fort Sis.seton.
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Swallow-tailed Kite. ElcmoUIes jorficatus forficatus* This

beautiful hawk was not rare in the early days about Fort Sisseton. To-

day, it has disappeared from the entire northwest and is another of

the vanishing species.

Goshawk. Astur atricapillus. The Goshawk was not mentioned

by McChesney in his report. Mr. Lundquist reports that during cer-

tain fall seasons this hawk is a very common species.

Sharp-shinned Hawk. Accipiter velox veloxA^° This small hawk

was found as a summer resident in 1878 and is still not uncommon

around the old fort.

Cooper’s Hawk. Accipiter cooperi.^^° The Cooper’s Hawk is one

of the medium sized hawks which is apparently still holding its own

in this part of the country.

Red-tailed Hawk. Buteo borealis*° The four forms of the

Red-tailed Hawk still pass through this region, but hardly in the num-

bers that they must have mustered back in the cavalry days of the West.

Broad-winged Hawk. Buteo platypterus platypterus. This small

buteo was not reported by Dr. McChesney. It is now found as a rare

summer visitor.

Swainson’s Hawk. Buteo sivain.soni/'° In the old days of vast

undisturbed prairies, the Swainson’s Buzzard was a very common

breeding bird. Now it is confined largely to the Missouri River re-

gion and is uncommon around Fort Sisseton.

American Rough-legged Hawk. Buteo lagopus s. johannis. The

rough-legs were not found by McChesney during his stay. At the

present time the rough-leg is a regular migrant and there are a num-

ber of mounted birds in the city of Webster.

Ferruginous Rough-leg. Buteo regolis. This species is not com-

mon like the former species.

Golden Eagle. Aquila chrysaetos canadensis." The Golden Eagle

is a regular migrant at Fort Sisseton. Mr. Lundquist says that this

eagle is not uncommon in some falls.

Bald Eagle. Haliaeetus leucocephalus." This species also is

found as a migrant, hut not as often as the Golden Eagle.

Marsh Hawk. Circus hudsonius.'" The Marsh Harrier is of

course the most common of the summer hawks, as it was in the days of

Dr. McChesney.

Osprey. Bandion halia'etus carolinensis. A very uncommon mi-

grant.

Duck Hawk. Falco peregrinus.^' Dr. McChesney says that a few

of these hawks stayed during the summer. The writer saw one on
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June 5, 1931, which was having a thrilling aerial battle with a male

Marsh Hawk.

Pigeon Hawk. Falco colurnbarius* This small falcon is still a

regular migrant. To date it has not been found breeding on the

Coteau.

Sparrow Hawk. Falco sparverius*° The Sparrow Hawk is one of

the small hawks, which has not decreased in numbers and is common
during the summer season.

Prairie Chicken. Tympanuchus cupido americanus.'^° The

Prairie Hen nests on the Coteau in diminished numbers and will prob-

ably be crowded out by over-pasturing of land, rather than by more

direct human contacts.

Sharp-tailed Grouse. Pedioecetes phasianellus.‘^° This light

colored grouse is still found in very small numbers in the Fort Sisse-

ton country.

European Partridge. Perdix PerdixP This fine game bird has

been introduced to the (ioteau in recent years and is spreading rapidly

everywhere. The writer believes that this bird and the Ring-necked

Pheasant will in time crowd out the native Prairie Hen and Prairie

Sharp-tailed Grouse.

Bob-white. Colinus virginianus virginianusP Quail apparently

had not reached the Fort Sisseton region when Dr. McChesney was

there, hut at present are found in small numbers in various wooded

areas.

Ring-necked Pheasant. Phasianus colchicus torquatusP A for-

eign bird which is becoming very common.

Whooping Crane. Crus americanaP A fine bird, which is nearly

extinct. There have been no recent rejiorts from the region of this

species, which was not considered common even hack fifty years ago.

Sandhill Crane. Grus canadensis." The Sandhill Crane formerly

bred on the Coteau, hut at the jiresent time it is an uncommon bird

even as a migrant.

Virginia Rail. Rallus liniicola lirnicola.° This species, which

was not seen by Dr. McChesney, is not an uncommon summer resident

and the nest has been found on the Coteau by Mr. Kuhichek.

SoRA. Porzana caroUna.^'° An interesting little bird, which

breeds in this region and is best studied from a blind.

Florida Gallinule. GalUnula chloropus cachinnansP The galli-

nule is a bird of the rush-filled lakes and was not listed by McChesney.

It is a bird which is definitely in the class of skulkers and keeps close

to cover in most cases.
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American Coot. Fulica americaiui americana.*° The coot is one

of the most common of the summer birds and is found in all the

sloughs and pot-holes.

Piping Plover. Charadrius melodus.° The sweet voiced little

piper was not found in 1878, but now the bird is a regular summer

resident along some of the more open prairie lakes.

Semipalmated Plover. Charadrius semipalmatus.^ This plover

is a regular migrant now as it was in the early days. It occurs both

in the spring and fall.

Killdeer. Oxyechus vociferus vociferus.''"° The Killdeer is one

of the plovers which has not been decreased in numbers by the settling

up of the land, and is apparently as common as it was sixty years ago.

Golden Plover. Pluvialis dominica dominica.^' Dr. McChesney

gives a fine account of the wonderful flights of plovers, both spring

and fall, in which Hocks of thousands were constantly Hying over.

Such Hights of Golden Plovers are, of course, only a memory and

now one is indeed a fortunate ornithologist who sees a Hock of a few

hundred birds.

Black-bellied Plover. Squatarola squutarola.^ Dr. McChesney

states that he did not find this plover during the spring migration;

however, it does come through in the spring and existing records

would point to its abundance then, rather than in the fall. At this

writing, however, the Black-bellied Plover is not a common migrant

in any sense of the word.

Ruddy Turnstone. Arenaria interpres morinellaA The attrac-

tively marked Turnstone is a regular migrant as it was in former

times and one is often privileged to see hundreds of the birds feeding

in fields of sprouting corn. Smaller flocks are also found along the

gravel beaches.

American Woodcock. Philuhela minorA During 1877 and 1878

a lew woodcocks were shot near the fort, but in recent years, according

to Mr. lAimhpiist, this Inrd has not been found by hunters.

Wilson's Snipe. Cap(dla d(dicata." The snipe is a regular mi-

grant and a few possibly remain to breed as they did years ago.

Long-bh.led C.lirlew. Numcnius aniericariusr This splendid

bird, once common over the Great Plains, has left the Fort Sisseton

country and has not been reported even as a migrant for many years.

Hudsonian Curlew. Phaeopus hudsonicusA Dr. McChesney did

not find this bird at Fort Sisseton, although he gives it in his list. No
definite reports of the bird are forthcoming in recent years.
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Fic. 25. Rush Lake, lioine of the Western Gr^ el)e.

Fig. 26. Ritter Lake. Along this shore line nested the Marhled Godwit,

U[iland Plover, Willet, and Piinng I’lover.
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Eskimo Curlew. Phaeopus horealisP Another of the vanishing

species which was once so common on the Coteau during migration.

Not reported for many years.

Upland Plover. Bartramia longicaudaP^ A fine game bird,

which was formerly most abundant around Fort Sisseton during the

summer time. At present the bird is found in limited numbers and

present day observers believe that while this valuable bird is slowly

increasing in numbers, it can never return to its former status.

Spotted Sandpiper. Actitis maculariaA° The Spotted Sandpiper

has not decreased in numbers and is found as a common summer resi-

dent. Nests can usually be found on the islands in Waubay Lake.

Solitary Sandpiper. Tringa solitaria. This common migrating

species was overlooked by McChesney and is today found in both

spring and fall.

WiLLET. Catoptrophorus semipalmatus."° A very interesting

wader, which seems to be gradually losing out as a summer resident

of the Coteau. Three or four years ago the Willet was found breeding

in quite a few places, but last year it seemed to be nearly absent.

Greater Yellow-legs. Totanus melanoleucusr The Greater

Tattler is not a common migrant and is slowly losing out like all of

the larger shore birds.

Lesser Yellow-legs. Totanus flavipes." Dr. McChesney states

that this bird bred in the vicinity, which is hardly the case at this

writing. The yellow-legs is, however, one of the most common of all

the migrating shore-birds.

Pectoral Sandpiper. Pisobia melanotosr A medium sized

wader, which has not suffered greatly from hunters and which still

continues to pass to and fro through the prairie region.

White-rumped Sandpiper. Pisobia fuscicolUs." One of the small

peeps, which are so common during migration time.

Baird’s Sandpiper. Pisobia bairdiP This sandpi])er is a regu-

lar migrant over the Coteau. An interesting observation w'as made by

Professor Kuliichek in that the Baird’s Sandpiper seems to migrate

earlier than the other species and is often found wdiile the geese are

still migrating north.

Least Sandpiper. Pisobia niinutilla

A

A regular migrant.

Red-backed Sandpiper. Pelidna alpina sakhalina. This well

marked bird was missed by Dr. McChesney and is today found as a

regular migrant. During the first week of .Tune, 1930, several small

flocks of this sandpiper were seen near Rush Lake and some were

taken.
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Dowitchek. Lwinodrumus griscus/" Formerly a common mi-

grant and considered a fine talde bird by Dr. McChesney. Now the

bird is an uncommon migrant and is not tbe most familiar of ibe

waders as it was in the days of yore.

Stilt Sandpiper. Micropalama himantopus. A well known
species, winch was not found by McChesney. At times found as one of

the commoner waders. On June 5, 1930, a Hock of about 500 Stilt

Sandpipers were seen on the west shore of Rush Lake.

Semipalmated Sandpiper. Ereunet.es pusillusd^ Probably with-

out question the most abundant of all migrating sandpipers.

Buff-breasted Sandpiper. Tryngites subruficollis.* A strange

little sandpiper, which was taken by Dr. McChesney in small numbers.

Marbled Godwit. Liniosa fedoa.'^° Strangely Dr. McChesney

reports this godwit as common and yet not breeding on the Coteau.

Professor Kubichek has found many nests of the bird at various places

and at this writing it is found much more frequently than the Willet.

These two species suffer heavily from over-pasturing.

Hudsonian Godwit. Limosa haeniastica.^ Much more common in

1878 than at present, as is the case with all the larger waders. Dr.

McChesney said it did not stay to breed.

Sanderling. Crocethia alba. Anotber of the shore birds which

was not listed by Dr. McCbesney. The species is not considered rare

by Mr. Kubichek, who has taken birds in various phases of plumage.

Avocet. Recurvirostra aniericana/^ A truly beautiful bird, which

formerly bred near Fort Sisseton. At present exceedingly rare in

migration.

Wilson’s Phalarope. Steganopus tricolor.'^° Wilson’s Phalarope

nests sparingly on the Coteau, with the bulk of the birds going farther

north to jiass the nidification period.

Northern Phalarope. Lobipes lobatus. This phalarope is a

regular migrant at Fort Sisseton, hut was not reported by Dr. Mcf.hes-

ney. Sometimes flocks of several thousand birds are found in this

area in the spring. Such a Hock of approximately 4,00(t birds was

found at Bitter Lake on June 2, 1931.

Herring Gull. Lams argent, atusd' Dr. Mcf.hesney gives this gull

as a breeding species and as common. This is not true today and it is

now considered only as a straggling migrant.

Bing-billed Gull. Laras delawarensisP This gull was not listed

by Dr. McChesney. Today, a fine nesting colony of several hundred

birds is to be found on the cast island in South Waubay Lake and has

apparently been there many years. Tt is jiossible that it might nest

elsewhere in the region in small numbers.
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Franklin's Gull. Larus pipixcan.^’^ A trim aj^pearing gull,

with a lovely rose blush on the underparts, which often nests on cer-

tain rush-filled lakes in countless thousands. Conditions must be right,

however, or the birds do not nest. Some years thousands of unmated

birds may stay around all summer and feed on insects in the nearby

fields. Franklin’s Gull is one of the many reasons why the Fort

Sisseton country is a bird student’s paradise.

Laughing Gull. Lams atricilla.^^ Dr. McChesney lists this gull

as abundant and lireeding, as he also does the Franklin’s Gull. There

have been no recent records of this species that are substantiated by

specimens.

Forster’s Tern. Sterna forsteri."° Forster’s Tern is still a regu-

lar summer resident, but it is doubtful whether it is as plentiful as it

was fifty years ago.

Common Tern. Sterna hirundo hirundod"° This tern appeared

to the writer as the more common of the two species. Nice colonies

are found on Waubay Lake, Hildebrandt’s Lake, and Cottonwood Lake.

The birds acted as tbougb they M^ere going to nest on a small island

in Roy Lake in June, 1931, and there are probably other small colonies

scattered around on the Coteau.

Black Tern. Chlidonias nigra surinaniensisd'° A common sum-

mer resident in suitable locations over the entire region.

Mourning Dove. Zenaidura macroura/^° The Mourning Dove

can still be considered a common summer bird on the Coteau, despite'

open seasons in many western and southern states.

Passenger Pigeon. Ectopistes migratoriusd' According to Dr.

McChesney this extinct species was not an especially abundant sum-

mer resident about the fort.

Yellow-billed Cuckoo. Coccyzns aniericanus aniericanus.^ An

uncommon summer resident, not mentioned by McChesney.

Black-billed Cuckoo. Coccyzus erythropthahnus.^'° The com-

mon breeding form, which is found probably in about the same num-

bers as jireviously.

Screech Owl. Otus asioP The Screech Owl was not reported by

Dr. Mefihesney during bis slay. Now the bird is found as a common
resident.

Great Horned Owl. Bubo vlrginianusd^° The Great Horned

Owl is a sorely |)erseculed bird in any locality, but des])ile all this

the bird is still found on tbe Coteau.

Snowy Owl. Nyctea- nyctea." Reported in small numbers in

187(3. In recent years great waves of Snowy Owls have visited the
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Fig. 27. Nest of the Western Grehe. The usual clutch of eggs is four,

six is rather uncoimnon.

Fig. 28. Western Grelie nest covered. Usually they do not cover.
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(^oteaii and a great many birds have l)een killed. Professor Knbichek

has found them in the spring while the wild fowl w'ere migrating.

13urrowing Owl. Speotyto cunicularia hypugaea° It is interest-

ing to know that this curious owl apparently did not breed near the

post when McChesney lived there; however, at present this owl lives

in the hills north of the fort and is not rare.

Long-eared Owl. Asio wilsonianus. Not listed by McChesney,

while today it is found as a not uncommon owl.

Short-eared Owl. Asio flamineus flaniineusA It is rather sur-

prising that this owl was not seen by McChesney. Wenow find it as a

rather frequent breeding bird in the lowlands.

Nighthawk. Chordeiles minor.*° A common summer resident

over the entire Coteau. The lighter colored race called Sennett’s

Nighthawk appears to be the most common form.

Chimney Swift. Chaetura pelagicaA This bird is found about

the various towns, which now dot the Coteau. Dr. McChesney does not

report this species.

Ruby-throated Hummingbird. Archilochus coluhrisA° This

species has probably increased somewhat, especially around the towns,

where an abundance of flowers attract it.

Belted Kingfisher. Megaceryle alcyonA° Not a very common

bird anywhere on the Coteau. In a later note (Bull. Nutt. Ornith.

Club, IV, 1879, p. 188 ) Dr. McChesney reported a pair of these birds

observed near the post on April 14 and 16, 1879.

Flicker. Colaptes auratus."° The Flicker is still found in small

numbers about Fort Sisseton and also about the towns in the region.

Hybrids between this form and the Red-shafted Flicker have also

been seen.

Red-headed Woodpecker. Melauerpes erythrocephalus.^^^ This

bird is a common summer resident.

Yellow-bellied Sapsucker. Sphyrapicus varius varius. The

sapsucker is a very uncommon migrant.

Hairy Woodpecker. Dryobates villosus.'"'° Dr. McChesney did

not think that this species bred in the vicinity at that time. Today, the

bird is found as a breeding bird as well as a winter resident.

Downy Woodpecker. Dryobates pubescens.'^'° Dr. McCihesney

did not include this bird in his long list, but in a later note (Bull. Nutt.

Ornith. Club. IV, 1879, p. 188) he s])oke of seeing this species sev-

eral times in the winter of 1878-79 and collecting a lew specimens.

The writer has usually found this species nesting in the willow trees

in this region.



Birds of Fort Sisseton, South Dakota 225

Kingbird. Tyrannus tryannus.'^^° The Kingbird is a very common
summer bird. Many nests arc found in low situations. Dr. Stephens

has some fine pictures of these birds nesting in a snowberry thicket.

Arkansas Kingbird. Tyrannus verticalis.'^'° The Western King-

bird is also a common species and seems to get along peaceably with

the preceding form. The jiresence of many planted groves around

farm homes and in the towns has led to an increase in the numbers

of these two species.

Phoebe. Sayornis phoeheP The Phoebe is not a common bird

anywhere in the region.

T ELLOW-BELLIED FLYCATCHER. Enipidonux flaviveiitris. This

small, dark-colored flycatcher is not an uncommon spring migrant

and birds have been seen at various places on the Coteau. It was not

previously reported.

Alder Flycatcher. Empidonax trailli° Traill’s Flycatcher is

probably the most common of the small flycatchers on the Coteau. The

writer has found it breeding in brush-land near water and in wild

plum thickets on an island in Rush Lake.

Least Flycatcher. Empidonax minimus ° The Least Flycatcher

is a regular migrant through the Fort Sisseton country. It remains

to breed. The three preceding species were not listed in 1878.

Wood Pewee. Myiachanes virensT ^° The writer is inclined to

think that this species breeds in small numbers, while Dr. McChesney

considered it as a migrant. It was found to be not uncommon in the

woods near Opitz Slough in June, 1931.

Horned Lark. Octocoris alpestris."° Dr. McChesney seemed to

think that the Horned Lark was merely a migrant or winter visitant.

The writer has found the bird as a regular breeding bird in recent

years. Late broods are not uncommon in June. There are probably

several different forms of the Horned Lark visiting this region during

the course of the year.

Tree Swallow. Iridoprocne bicolor."° Dr. McCJiesney found

this swallow only during one season; however, the bird is now con-

sidered a regular migrant and a not uncommon summei lesident.

Mr. Kuhichek found, on one occasion, an unusual nest in a piece of

farm machinery.

Bank Swallow. Riparia npana n paria." ° Still found as a com-

mon summer resident in suitable locations.

Rough-winged Swallow. St(dgidop!cryx ruficoUis serripennis.°

A migrant in this region and a regular summer resident.
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Hahn Swallow. Uinmdo crythrogaster/^° Dr. McChesiiey speaks

of it as found in small nnmhers. This bird is now found about nearly

every farm in the region. This is another species which has increased

in nnmhers due to settling of the country.

(iLiFF Swallow. Pctrochelidon albijrons albi irons.'"° A regular

migrant and summer resident.

Purple Martin. Profile subis subis/"° Another species which

has become quite common due to the jiresence of numerous bird houses

and other accessible nesting sites. An interesting sight at old Fort

Sisseton is the dock of martins, which nest in the now decaying build-

ings and lly back and forth over the old parade ground.

Ib.LiE Jay. Cyanocilta cristatu crislata.*° A regular summer resi-

dent, and found as not uncommon in winter.

American Magpie. Pica pica hudsoniu. A remarkable invasion

of mag])ies occurred during 1921 and 1922 throughout this entire

region. Large nnmhers of the birds w'ere found around Fort Sisseton

and some of the birds stayed during the ensuing summer. There

were also some rejiorts of the birds nesting, hut Ave have no actual

nests or eggs to hack uj) the reports.

Haven. Corvus corax/" The Haven was a rare bird about Fort

Sisseton even during Dr. Mcfihesney’s stay and is not found in the

region today.

Crow. Corvus brachyrhyfichosd'° In 1878 the (how was consid-

ered a rare bird at the |)ost. Today, the bird is a common migrant,

but is still an uncommon breeding bird. A jiair or tw'O usually nest

on the island in Hush Lake and here live and feed their young from

the nests of Black-crowned Night Herons. In June, 1931, the writer

put an end to their de]iredations for one year by dispatching the par-

ents and two grown young birds.

Black-capped Chickadee. Peuihcstes atricapillus/’° Tbe chicka-

dee is a regular summer resident, and some stay throughout the cold-

est winter.

\\ HiTE-RREASTED Nfthatch. SiUu curoHnensis carolineiisis. Dr.

Mcd.hesiu'y did not list this species or the following. The common
nuthatch is today a regular resident of the region and often a familiar

bird around tlu' fc'cding shelf.

Hed-rre \s rFD Ni riiATCii. Silla canadensis. This small nuthatch

is (ouiid al linu's in the lull and early winter about the fi'eding box

ill Webster and other towns on the Coteaii.

Brown (.reeper. (.erllna Janulians. The Brown (hee|)er was
not listc'd in 1878. Ibis odd little bird is lound as a very common
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t ic. 29. Ne.sl oi Holhoell’s Grebe on .sliore of Riisli Lake.

Fk;. .30. Goninion Kiiifibinl on nesl. In lakinn ibis piclure ibe pbolo^rapber

ajiproaebed on iool till the lens ol camera was lour ieel Irom birrl.
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fall and winter resident and its peculiar feeding habits are always a

source of interest to one interested in bird life.

House Wren. Troglodytes aedon.^° The House Wren has also

increased greatly in numbers, due to numerous l)ird houses in both

townyards and farmyards. The House Wren has not deserted its

original nesting sites however, and is found in the woods as well.

Long-billed Marsh Wren. Telmatodytes pulustrisP This wren

and the following species are the most interesting of the entire family

and were apparently overlooked by Dr. McCbesney. The Long-billed

Marsh Wren is one of the common birds of the sloughs. The little

oval grass nests are found everywhere among the beds of scirpus and

the tiny birds with bubbling songs are continually flitting ahead of

the observer.

Short-billed Marsh Wren. Cistothorus stellaris.° This bird is

not nearly as common as the above species, mainly because suitable

nesting areas are not available in many places. A damp meadow is

the home of this wren, with its characteristic chittering song.

Catbird. Dumatella carolinens{s.*° The writer is confident that

the Catbird and the Brown Thrasher have increased greatly in numbers

since 1878 due to the planting of shrubbery and trees tbroughout the

entire region.

Brown Thrasher. Toxostoma rufum.^° This bird is often seen

about farm homes and along country roads, where trees have been

planted.

Robin. Turdus migratorius.*° Dr. McCbesney found the Robin

in small numbers and attributed its scarcity to lack of nesting sites.

As a species, the Robin bas increased enormously and is today one

of the most common summer birds around every farm and in every

city and village over tbe entire “Coteau des Prairies”.

Hermit Thrush, llylocichla guttata. An uncommon migrant.

Olive-backed Thrush, llylocichla ustulata swaiiisoni.^' This

thrush was found by Dr. McCbesney in small numbers and was also

seen by the writer the first week in June, 1931.

Gray-cfteeked Thrush, llylocichla minima aliciae. The Gray-

cheeked Thrush is a less common migrant than the Olive-hacked

Thrush.

Bluebird. Siaha sialis sialis.^'° The Bluebird is a regular resi-

dent on the (.oteau and has also joined the ranks of the bird box
nesters around farms and towns.

(.EDAR Waxwing. Bomhycilla cedrorum

.

The gentle mannered
waxwing was not listed by McCbesney during his stay. Tn 1931 the

w riter saw several flocks of the birds near tbe Waubay Lakes.
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Shrike. Lcmms ludovicianus.'^° Dr. McChesney collected a

single Shrike in 1877. Now the Shrike is a common bird along any

roadside which boasts a few trees or shrubs large enough to nest in.

Starling. Stumus vulgaris. Strangely enough the first record of

this introduced species in South Dakota came from the Fort Sisseton

country. Mr. Lundquist records the first Starling on May 14, 1933,

near Lake Minnewashta, Day County. (See Wilson Bulletin for

March, 1934)

.

Yellow-throated Vireo. Lanivireo flavifroris. This rather

hrightly colored vireo has been found to be a not uncommon summer

resident in areas where cottonwood trees are growing.

Red-eyed Vireo. Vireo olivaceus.'^'° The Red-eyed Vireo is

found regularly on the Coteau. Dr. McChesney collected one bird.

Warbling Vireo. Vireo gilvus.'‘^° Not rare. Dr. McChesney also

collected one bird of this species.

Black and White Warbler. Mniotilta varia.^" Still found as a

regular migrant and the writer feels that careful search will also re-

veal it as a rare summer resident, as it has been found nesting at

Sioux City, Iowa.

Tennessee Warbler. Vermivora peregrina. A very common mi-

grant, not listed by Dr. Mc(4iesney. At times it is the most common

of migrating warblers.

Orange-crowned Warbler. Vermivora celata. A regular mi-

grant, not given by Dr. McChesney.

Parula Warbler. Compsothlypis arnericana. A rare migrant,

which was reported by Mr. Lundquist for the first time in the spring

of 1927.

Yellow Warbler. Deudroica aestiva.'"'° Then as now, one of

the common small birds, which remains to breed.

Magnolia Warbler. Deudroica magnolia." A migrant, which

was found by Dr. Mc(-liesney in small numbers and still ]iasses

through the region.

Cape May Warbler. Dendroica lignmi. One of the rarer war-

blers, which was first rejiorted by Mr. Linuhpiist. A specimen has

been taken in the region. A warbler of this species was seen on June

3, 1935, near Spring Lake.

Myrtle Warbler. Dendroica coronaia.^ Dr. McChesney lound

this species as a common migrant, as later ohservcis also leport u.

Blackburnian Warbler. Dendroica Jusca.'^^ This brilliantly col-

ored bird was reported by Dr. McChesney as a spring migrant.
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Chestnut-sided Warbler. Dendroica peiisylvanicad^ Also listed

in the early days. An uncommon migrant today.

Bay-breasted Warbler. Dendroica castanea. Mr. Lundcfiiist first

observed this bird for the region in 1927.

Black-poll Warbler. Dendroica striata/^ Still one of the more

common migrants of the warbler hosts.

Pine Warbler. Dendroica piniis/" The Pine Warbler was found

in small numbers by McChesney.

Palm Warbler. Dendroica palniarum. Tins sjiecies has been

seen by Mr. Lundquist.

Ovenbird. Seiurus aurocapillus.° Dr. McChesney does not list

this species. Recently Mr. Lundquist has found the bird as common

in migration. The writer has found that it breeds sjiaringly in tins

region.

Water-Thrush. Seiurus noveboracensis/^ Dr. McChesney found

this species as rare in 1878, it is however a regular migrant.

Yellow-throat. Geothlypis trichas/'° Dr. McChesney found

the Yellow-throat as a migrant; today, however, it is a common sum-

mer resident in suitable locations.

Yellow-breasted Chat. Icleria virensP During June, 1935, tbe

writer found tbe Yellow-breasted Chat not uncommon in suitable habi-

tats and now considers this species as a regular summer resident on

the Coteau.

Wilson’s Warbler. Wilsonia pusilla. An uncommon migrant

on the Coteau.

(,'anada Warbler. Wilsonia canadensis/' Dr. McChesney found

this bird in some numbers, but it did not stay to breed.

American Kedsrart. Setophaga rulicilla."° Still a regular mi-

grant through the region with a few remaining to breed in the more

timbered parts of the (ioteau.

English Sparrow. Passer domeslicusP An introduced s])ecies,

which, happily. Dr. McXihesney did not have to bother with on his

field tri])s. This bird is at ])resent very common around the remains

of the old post.

Bobolink. Dolichonyx orYziin>rus."° In 1878 this bird was very

common about Fort Sisseton. At tins writing it can hardly be said

that the Bobolink is common. The bird is still found in certain

meadows, but not in great numbers and seems to be one of the birds

wdiich is slowly decreasing in numbers.

Western Meadowlark. Sturnella negleeta/'° A very common
bird in the past and even more common in the jiresent. It ol ten stays

in the region until along in November.
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Img. 31. View in Doiihle-crested Cormoranl rolony on Ka.-^l Island in

Soulh Wauhay l ake.

Fig. 32. Adult ConnoraiUs in the .same colony. Pholof:ra[)h hy W. F.

Kuliichek, and borrowed Irom Wilson Ruu.etin, Decemlier, 1*132.
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Yellow-headed Blackbird. Xanthocephalus xanthocephalusX°

The most abundant bird around the numerous sloughs of the region.

They are found feeding everywhere in pastures and fields and are

almost confiding in nature. Many were caught by Professor Kubichek

while he sat in his blind waiting for Western Grebes to perform. The

birds would sit on the corner posts of the blind, and by cutting a slit

in the burlap and quickly thrusting up a hand, the birds could be

grasped by the legs.

Bed-winged Blackbird. Agelaius pJweniceus.'"° The Bed-winged

Blackbird is also a common summer resident about Fort Sisseton.,

Orchard Oriole. Icterus spuriusA° This fine songster is a regu-

lar summer resident in this area and is another of the birds which has

increased in numbers due to planting of trees about farms and towns.

Baltimore Oriole. Icterus galbulaX° The Baltimore Oriole is

not uncommon over the entire region and has increased greatly in

numhers due to the settlement of the country.

Busty Blackbird. Euphagus carolinus. A common migrant, not

mentioned by Dr. McChesney in his report.

Brewer’s Blackbird. Euphagus cyanocephalusP This most in-

teresting blackbird has come into the Fort Sisseton country in recent

years, as it was not found by Dr. McChesney. It has recently been

found nesting in small numbers in favored localities and specimens

have been taken.

Bronzed Crackle. Quiscalus quiscula.*° Dr. McChesney puts

this species down as the Purple Crackle. The grackle has also in-

creased in numbers in recent years.

CowBiRD. Molothrus aterX° This foister of the bird family is

still a very common species about Fort Sisseton.

Cardinal. Richmomlena cardinalisA'° Many birds have expanded

or contracted their breeding ranges in recent years, viz.. Brewer’s

Blackbird, Arkansas Kingbird, and others. Most people in the upper

Missouri Valley, however, think that the Cardinal is a recent addition

to the fauna of the region. This is hardly the case, for Dr. McChesney
found this bird on several occasions in the woods about Fort Sisseton,

back in 1877, and although he called it casual, it meant that the species

was present more than fifty years ago.

Bose-breasted Grosbeak. Hedymeles ludovicianus.'"° The strik-

ingly attired male grosbeak is a welcome addition to the bird life of

the (.oteaii. from my observations, however, it is found only in small

numbers and is not increasing in abundance.
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Indigo Bunting. Fasserma cyarieu.*° Another bird with a tropi-

cal touch is the Indigo Bunting, wliich is found in small numbers.

Lazuli Bunting. Fasserma amoeria. Every day during the first

week of June, 1935, the writer found Lazuli Buntings near the camp on

Hildehrandt’s Lake. The birds were apparently beginning nidification.

The presence of this species in the Fort Sisseton region indicates the

eastward movement of another western species.

Dickcissel. Spiza amencana.*° Dr. McChesney found the Black-

throated Bunting in considerable numbers during the summer time.

In recent years it has not been very noticeable around that region, hut

this is probably due to the fact that it is another species like the Lark

Bunting, which seems to fluctuate at intervals as to abundance.

Pine Grosbeak. Finicola enuclealor* In Dr. McChesney’s long

list this species was merely mentioned. But later he reported {Bull.

Nutt. Ornith. Club, IV, 1879, p. 187) encountering a flock of “perhaps

twenty-five birds” on January 6, 1879, in some timber growth. A
single specimen was secured.

Redpoll. Acanthis linaria.* This species was also merely men-

tioned by Dr. McChesney in his first report. But he gave the details in

a later note {Bull. Nutt. Ornith. Club, IV, 1879, p. 187). During the

winter of 1878-79 many flocks were seen, and a specimen was secured

on January 28. Mr. Lundquist found this species to he common during

the winter of 1931-32.

Pine Siskin. Spinus pirms. The very erratic little Pine Finch is

found at odd times in the Fort Sisseton country; it was not mentioned

})y Dr. McChesney.

Goldfinch. Spinus tristis."^° The Goldfinch is a common bird

and often comes into the town gardens to drink and bathe in a con-

veniently placed bird hath.

Towhee. Fipilo erythrophthalnius. A migrant and I believe that

a few stay to nest in the secluded glens on the (.oteau.

Arctic Towhee. Fipilo niaculatus arcticus. Fliis form is also a

regular migrant and is found migrating much later in the lall than

the preceding form. These two species were not enteied by Dr.

McChesney.

Lark Bunting. Calarnospiza nielajiocorys.*
° The Lark Bunting

is here one year and gone the next. In 1929 the birds weie not un-

common, hut in 1931 only one bird was seen.

Savannah Sparrow. Fasserculus sandwichensis. ° This prairie

sparrow is common all over the Coteau and its thin song is heaid on

every side. Dr. McChesney did not think it bred in the vicinity, hut
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the nest of the Savannah Sparrow has been found liere and also one

hundred miles south of this region.

Grasshopper Sparrow. Arnmodramus savarinarum° The Grass-

hopper Sparrow, which has less of a song than the preceding bird was

overlooked by Dr. McChesney. It is common and can be found most

everywhere.

Sharp-tailed Sparrow. Ammospizu caudacutci.° A very elusive

bird which was not reported by Dr. McChesney. A male bird was col-

lected by the writer at Rush Lake on June 7, 1931, and was without

a doul)t a l)reeding bird. The Sharp-tailed Sparrow of this region is

also called the Nelson’s Sparrow.

Vesper Sparrow. Pooecet.es gramineusA"° A common summer

bird at present and reported by McChesney during the winter of

1877-78.

Lark Sparrow. Chondestes gramniacusP The Lark Sparrow is

not a common l)ird in this region. It was not given in Dr. McChesney’s

list.

Slate-colored Jingo. Junco hyemulis." The junco was found

as a regular winter visitor by Dr. McChesney.

Tree Sparrow. Spizella arborea.'" Dr. McChesney tells of the

abundance of this sparrow and considers it a breeding bird. I think he

must have confused it with the Chipping Sparrow, as the Tree Spar-

row has never been known to nest either in North Dakota or Minne-

sota, where it would be more apt to nest than in South Dakota.

(inippiNG Sparrow. Spizella passerinaP An uncommon summer

resident.

Ci.AY-coLOREi) Sparrow. Spizella pallida." ° Dr. McChesney

said that this sparrow was extremely rare in 1878. The writer has

tound this most interesting sparrow not uncommon in many places on

the Coteau. Scattered patches of snowberry seem to be its favorite

nesting place. The male usually seeks some small tree nearl)y for his

singing periods. Most of the dainty nests were found within a few

inches of the ground. Occasionally a nest would be up a foot or two

in some small bush.

Harris’s Sparrow. Zonolriehia (fuerula." One of our most hand-

some sparrows and a common migrant over the Coteau. Dr. McChes-
ney called it an accidental bird, but in recent years it has been found

as common, especially during Se])tember and October.

White-crowned Sparrow. Zonolriehia leucoplirys. This species

was not mentioned by Dr. Mc(,hesney. This bird along with Gambel’s

Sparrow is a regular migrant at this writing.
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\V HlTK-TH itOATEi) Si’AKKOW. Zonotricliiu alhicollis. This crown
sparrow was not given l)y Dr. McChesney in his list. It is now fouml

as a common spring and fall migrant.

I' ox Sparrow, f^asserella diuca. The large Fox Sparrow is a

migrant in small numbers in the Fort Sisseton region. Dr. McFhesney
(lid not report this sj)ecies.

Lincoln’s Sparrow. Molospiza lincolni. A rather silent migrant

during its stay with us and although usually common, it is often not

seen because of its shyness. Not given by I3r. McChesney.

Swamp Sparrow. Melospiza georgiuna."° Dr. Mcfihesney col-

lected a single bird in the spring of 1878. This sparrow' is a regular

migrant and the writer is inclined to believe that a few remain to nest,

as he has found birds nesting in western Minnesota in similar habitat

as offered by the Fort Sisseton region.

Song Sparrow. Melospiza rnelo(ha."° As in the case of the

Savannah Sparrow, this sparrow' w'as also considered as a migrant b\

Dr. McChesney, but now' the two species are both found as breeding

birds. The long wooded island in Hush Lake was lound to be the

home of more than one pair of Song Sparrows during tlie writer's

trips to that spot.

Lapi.ani) Longsplir. Calcarius lap}) 0 iiicus.'"' This migrating long-

spur was found by Dr. MefTesney as abundant. The bird still comes

in large numbers and is observed occasionally in the fall in flocks of

thousands.

Smith’s Longspur. Calcarius pictusC Dr. A^Icfdiesney saw great

flocks of these birds in the fall. He adds that for a period of about

two hours, he estimated that one thousand birds jiassed him |)er min-

ute and that wlien he left the birds were still flying southward. This

s|)ccies has sufliwed a tremendous loss in numbers if ]uesent day ob-

s('rvations are accurate. Tlu're are no recent reports of the species

from the Fort Sisseton country and very meager reports from Minne-

sota in the last twenty years. Mr. (.has. .1. Spiker s report of Smith s

Longs|)urs in “W inter Hird Hecords, 1922 to 192(i. in Noi thw ('stei n

Iowa” { Crocccdin gs oj llic Iowa Academy oj Sci(‘nc(\ XXXIll. 1926.

p|). 307-818), .s(>ems to be the only recent iTcord of the birds in this

region.

Chestnut-coli.arei) Longsplr. (.alcarius ornaliis. ° Ibis well

marked s])ecies was considered as merely a migrant by Di. Mct.lu'sne).

who found it in large numbers. At the jnesent time this longspur

is a regular breeding bird on tiu' prairies of noi lheast(u n South Dakota.

Sioux (jty, Iowa.


